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INTRODUCTION
The f o l l o w i n g  b r i e f  repo rt  a ro se  from a request  from the Anglo 
American Corporation Cadet Scheme to look at problems associated 
•with the t r a i n i n g  o f  b lack  Medical  and Eng inee r in g  s tudent s  at 
the Un ivers i ty  of Natal, Durban.
Part of  the reason for the invest igat ion  was to ascertain whether 
the problems of black students are the same regardless of whether 
they are s t u d y in g  Eng inee r in g  or Medic ine.  In a d d i t i o n ,  the 
i n v e s t i g a t i o n  was to e s t a b l i s h  some o f  the reasons f o r  the 
re la t ive  underperformance of  black, pa r t icu la r ly  African, Medical 
and Engineering students at the Univers ity  of Natal, Durban.
2INTERVIEWS WITH MEDICAL SCHOOL AND ENGINEERING FACULTY
In te r v ie w s  were conducted w ith  l e c t u r e r s  at Medical  Schoo l ,  
l e c t u r e r s  in v a r iou s  departments in  the Eng inee r in g  Facu l ty ,  
s tudents  in  the Eng inee r in g  Facu l ty  and the warden o f  A l lan  
Taylor Residence, What fo l lows i s  a summary of these interviews 
p lus  an attempt to i d e n t i f y  common themes. I t  i s  important  to 
note that i t  was obvious during interviews that the ideological  
p e r s p e c t i v e s  o f  the l e c t u r e r s  s t r o n g l y  in f lu enced  t h e i r  
descriptions of the problems and the causes attr ibuted to them.
Entry qua l i f ica t ions  and screening procedures
Medical School
The entry qua l i f ica t ions  are a matric exemption with Maths and 
B io lo g y / P h y s ic a l  Sc ience  as sub jec t s .  Students  are se lec ted  
pu re ly  accord ing  to academic m e r i t  ( ie  the top m atr ic  s tudents  
are chosen) but a quota system operates  fo r  the v a r iou s  r a c ia l  
groups.  Demand fo r  p laces i s  high. At the beg inn ing  o f  1984 for  
example there were 1100 applicants  for 136 seats (80 1st  year and 
56 2nd year places).
Engineering Faculty
Students  are g e n e r a l l y  se lec ted  on the b a s i s  of  t h e i r  m atr ic  
resu lts.  The Swedish formula (a weighting of Maths, Science and 
E n g l i s h )  i s  used and s tudents  are accepted i f  t h e i r  marks are 
good enough. I f  their  marks are inadequate they are interviewed 
and accepted or rejected on the bas is  of th is  interview.
3Academic support
Academic Support S e r v i c e s  at UND prov ide  academic support  to 
ind iv idua ls  from any faculty  who request or are recommended for 
assistance, in addition to tutor ing in part icu lar  subjects there 
appears to be a s t rong  emphasis on 'env ironmenta l  su p p o r t ' ,  ie 
ass istance with transport, accommodation, book loans, f inancia l 
loans etc.
In ad d i t i o n  Academic Support S e r v i c e s  m on ito rs  a l l  bu rsa ry  
s tudents  which e f f e c t i v e l y  cove r s  most  b l a c k  E n g i n e e r i n g  
s tudents .  As a consequence o f  t h i s  m on i to r in g  Academic Support 
S e r v i c e s  c la im s  that  there  i s  a 80% pass ra te  fo r  bu rsa ry  
s tudents  most of  whom take a year  longe r  than average to do a 
degree.
The effect iveness of al l  academic support appears to be measured 
by looking at exam resu lts  of  students who have received academic 
support  compared w ith  exam r e s u l t s  of  s tudents  who have not 
received academic support.
Medical School
F i r s t  year students attend a compulsory course called Community 
Health  which in co rpo ra te s  s tudy  s k i l l s  and communication. The 
Dept of  General L i n g u i s t i c s  and Communication prov ides  the 
lecturers  for the communication section of the course.
4Another serv ice  which i s  offered to medical students by Academic 
Support Services i s  small-group tutor ing which students attend on 
a v o lu n ta ry  b a s i s .  T h i s  was i n s t i t u t e d  because 1982 saw an 
i n c r e d ib l e  midyear f a i l u r e  ra te  f o r  1 st  year medical s tudents .  
Consequently  in  1983 sm a l l - g r o u p  t u t o r in g  in sub jec t  s p e c i f i c  
study s k i l l s  was offered to f i r s t  year medical students and the 
midyear f a i lu re  rate dropped dramatically. This year b io log ica l  
s c ience s  based t u t o r i n g  i s  be ing o f fe red  to s tudents  in  smal l  
groups and study s k i l l s  tutor ing  to quite large groups on a once 
weekly bas is .
Medical School now has i t s  own Academic Support O f f i c e r  whose 
primary job is  considered to be environmental support.
Engineering Faculty
Although Academic Support Services do not organise any spec i f ic  
tutoring for  Engineering s tudent s ,  the Eng ineer ing  Facu l ty  has 
requested Academic Support Services to design an academic support 
course for Engineering Design and Engineering Drawing. Indiv idual  
students can and do receive tutor ing in spec if ic  subjects.
General
An i n t e r e s t i n g  po int  made by Academic Support S e r v i c e s  i s  that 
s tudent s '  e xpec ta t ion s  o f  how well  they need to do are not high 
( ie  j u s t  over the pass mark) which makes i t  d i f f i c u l t  for  
interviewers to assess, on the bas is  of these se l f - reports ,  when 
students need timely intervention.
5I t  was suggested by Engineering lecturers  that part of the reason 
why students are reluctant to admit to not coping i s  that they do 
not want to admit d e f i c i e n c i e s  so pretend to themselves  and to 
o thers  that  they are j u s t  l a z y  and could do be t te r  w ith  more 
effort:  laz iness  i s  acceptable , lack of in te l l igence  i s  not.
Pass rate of black students
Engineering Faculty
F igu re s  were u n a v a i l a b le  fo r  b lack Engineering students as the 
faculty  does not u t i l i s e  racial categories for any purposes. All 
students are however excluded i f  they cannot complete f i r s t  year 
in 2 yea r s ,  second year  in 3 years  and the four  year  degree in 6 
yea r s .
Academ ic  S u p p o r t  S e r v i c e s  e s t im a t e  t h a t  i t  t a k e s  b l a c k  
Engineering students a year longer than average to complete the 
degree.
Medical School
Medical School makes racial  breakdowns of end of year pass rates 
but these are pr ior  to supplementary examinations and thus merely 
serve  to show the r e l a t i v e  success  of A f r i c a n ,  Ind ian  and 
Coloured students (see attached resu lts  sheet).
Note that  A f r ican  s tudents  perform cons is tent ly  and not iceably
6more bad ly  than Ind ian  and Coloured s tudents.  Some yea r s  are 
worse than others: the extremely bad resu l t s  in 1982 1st year are 
attr ibuted to the fact that in 1981 matric papers were leaked and 
s tudent s  boycotted c l a s s e s ;  in 1983 the 1st  year  r e s u l t s  were 
s u b s t a n t i a l l y  be tte r  fo r  A f r i c a n  students  because rec ru i tm en t  
through h igh s choo l s  was more sy s tem at ic  and e f f i c i e n t  thus 
drawing  be t te r  a p p l i c a n t s .  (See a l s o  reasons g iven  by Academic 
Support Serv ices. )
Character is t ic s  of students who fa i l
Medical School
Respondents were reluctant to general ise  on th i s  question saying 
that  i t  was dependant on a number of f a c t o r s  notab ly  the 
part icu la r  high school education which had been received and the 
type of  background a student had come from (a more educated 
f a m i l y  background was, for  example, cons idered  conducive  to 
p a s s i n g ) .  A l c o h o l i s m  and drug  dependence  were s t a t e d  as 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of s tudents  who f a i l  but t h i s  i s  c l e a r l y  
symptomatic behaviour.
Engineering Faculty
Lecturers were also reluctant to general ise  on th is  question but 
offered some suggestions. There i s  a t ran s i t ion  in the curriculum 
from 80% pure sc ience  in f i r s t  year  to 80% app l ied  work in 3rd 
and 4th year. Different students find th i s  t ran s i t ion  d i f f i c u l t  
or b e n e f i c i a l  and may s t a r t  f a i l i n g  or e x c e l l i n g  depending on 
the ir  part icu lar  a b i l i t i e s .
7An i n a b i l i t y  to s y n t h e s i s e  in fo rm at ion  and take a d e c i s i o n  
without a recipe, an i n a b i l i t y  to sort  things out independently, 
and an i n a b i l i t y  to cope w i t h  freedom were named as 
cha rac te r i s t ic s  of students who f a i l .  According to the lecturers,  
a person who does not work as hard as h i s/he r  i n t e l l i g e n c e  
requires w i l l  f a i l .
S k i 11s needed to pass
Lecturers and students found th i s  question a lot  easier to answer 
than the previous one. An interest ing  difference between the two 
facu lt ie s  was that Engineering lecturers  were far more spec if ic  
than Medica l  School.  Perhaps t h i s  i n d i c a te s  that  Eng ineer in g  
requires more spec i f ic  a b i l i t i e s  than Medicine.
Common to both facu lt ies  was the be l ie f  that Engl ish  language and 
communication a b i l i t y  were crucial as was profic iency in Maths 
and Science.
Medical School
Students  shou ld  be ' b r i g h t '  and qu ick  to grasp  th in g s .  They 
shou ld  have the a b i l i t y  to apply  theory  to p ra c t i c e ,  a ba s ic  
understanding of s c i e n t i f i c  method, problem-solving a b i l i t y ,  the 
a b i l i t y  to question and a reasonably good memory.
8Engineering Faculty
Students  should have the a b i l i t y  to s i f t  i n fo rm a t io n  and apply  
log ica l  processes to a problem and to evaluate the solut ion* They 
shou ld  have the a b i l i t y  to conce p tu a l i s e  and s y n t h e s i s e ,  the 
a b i l i t y  to be analytical  in mathematical s k i l l s ,  the a b i l i t y  to 
v i s u a l i s e  and trans late  from 3D to 2D*
In addition students should have the a b i l i t y  to question and, most 
im p o r ta n t l y  have the conf idence  in t h e i r  own judgment to take 
decis ions and take re spon s ib i l i t y  for those decis ions.  They need 
to be able to confidently  present a project o ra l l y  and need to be 
able to cope in a pressurised competitive environment.
The most i l lum inat ing  information as far  as th i s  interviewer and 
t h i s  quest ion  are concerned came from t a l k i n g  to a few se n io r  
Engineering students. F i r s t l y ,  they said,  one needed the a b i l i t y  
to work  c o n s i s t e n t l y  or  be e x t r e m e l y  b r i l l i a n t .  Next,  
p a r t i  c u l a r l y  i n the e a r l i  er y e a r s , the a b i 1 i ty  to organ! se and 
c o n s o l i d a t e  in fo rm a t ion  i s  c r u c i a l .  " I t  i s  a huge e x e r c i s e  in 
se l f -o rgan isa t ion  and se l f -d i s c ip l in e .  The biggest s t ra in  of the 
whole day i s  s o r t i n g  out le c t u re s ,  i n s t r u c t i o n s  and pending 
a s s ignm ents  and some people j u s t  don 't  do i t . "  The f e e l i n g  was 
that, b l a c k  s t u d e n t s  have d i f f i c u l t i e s  in  t h i s  a s p e c t  o f  
organisat ion.
I t  i s  most important to attend tu t s  as i t  i s  t a c i t l y  accepted 
that  i f  you know how to 'do'  the tu t s  you w i l l  pass as they 
cons is t  of the appl icat ion of theory to practical problems.
9The a b i l i t y  to take notes in l e c t u re s  i s  a l s o  regarded as very 
important  and t h i s  p resents  a problem fo r  b lack s tudents  in 2 
respects (according to the Engineering students interviewed):
- understanding what lecturers  are saying because they ta lk 
f a s t  and do not modify  t h e i r  language leve l  for  second 
language students.
- s i f t i n g  in fo rm a t ion  and s e l e c t i n g  the most important 
mater ia l .
F i n a l l y ,  the  a b i l i t y  to c o n s t a n t l y  a n a l y s e  and a s k  the 
question, "Will  i t  work - yes or no?" i s  essentia l.
Informal factors which f a c i l i t a t e  student success
Medical school
Students run the ir  own informal study groups, e spec ia l ly  at Allan 
T ay lo r  Res and in a d d i t i o n  there  i s  the usual d i s c u s s i o n  of 
coursework,  exams, cases  etc. The b i g g e s t  advantage o f  A l lan  
Taylor Res is  that the medical students are concentrated here and 
can thus establ ish  a medical student environment or subculture. 
Medical  students  at UND are h i g h l y  s o c i a l l y  and p o l i t i c a l l y  
motivated and involved in student a f f a i r s ,  national po l i t i c s  and 
community services. As th is  occurs ch ie f ly  with senior students 
i t  i s  u n l i k e l y  that  t h i s  i s  a v i t a l  f a c to r  in student success  
because by third year students are considered to be 'on the road' 
and u n l i k e l y  to f a i l .  Th i s  group s o l i d a r i t y  and i d e n t i t y  must
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however he a f a c i l i t a t i n g  fa c to r  in engendering f e e l i n g s  of 
control and power which must f a c i l i t a t e  student performance.
Engineering Faculty
The b i g g e s t  in fo rmal  f a c to r  f a c i l i t a t i n g  student success  i s  
coope rat ion  in re s idence s  in  s o l v i n g  homework problems. B lack 
Engineering students are denied that network through being in a 
separate residence where i t  i s  un l ike ly  that there w i l l  be more 
than a couple  o f  s tudents  doing the same sub jec t s  or even from 
the same Engineering Dept. White non-residence students keep in 
the informal network by way of the telephone, an access which is  
c lea r ly  unavai lable to most black students in residence or l i v i n g  
in the townships.
Other informal areas of cooperation occur during pract ica ls  and 
l a b w o r k  when s t u d e n t s  t a l k  to more s e n i o r  s t u d e n t s  and 
col laborate  with peers. The Engineering students interviewed said 
that students always ta lk  to other s tudents  before  approaching 
l e c t u r e r s  because the problem might be t r i v i a l  and "you don 't  
want to look stupid."
I t  became clear from ta lk ing  to lecturers  and students that black 
students are not well- integrated into th i s  informal f a c i l i t a to r y  
network and must consequent ly  s u f f e r .  Reasons g iven for  t h i s  
ranged from the more practical issues raised above, to feel ings 
that black and white students are too d i f ferent  from each other 
due to 'cultural  factors '  for the real fr iendsh ips  necessary for 
informal interact ion to develop.
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Although racism was rare ly  given as a reason for black students 
e i t he r  being excluded or exc lud ing  themselves,  a coup le  of  
lecturers  mentioned that some 'R hode s ian1 students  were r a c i s t  
and were reluctant to part ic ipate  in groups with black students. 
One lecturer  said that white Zimbabwean students had sp e c i f i c a l l y  
come to him to say that they would not work with black students 
in  the 1 e c tu re r - s e le c t e d  groups.  The op in ion  was ventured that  
The reason why the s i t u a t i o n  i s  c o n t r o l l a b l e  i s  that  b lack  
s tudents  s t i l l  c o n s t i t u t e  a smal l  percentage of  Eng inee r in g  
s tudents  in  general  and that  i f  the numbers i n c re a se  c o n f l i c t  
and tension w i l l  ar ise.
I t  was commonly mentioned that  black students " s t i c k  together" 
and that in se lf - se lected  groups black students general ly tend to 
be in the l a s t  s t r a y  'h a nge r s -o n '  groups.  In more s e n io r  years  
i n t e r - r a c i a l  i n t e r a c t i o n  i s  not cons idered  to be a problem 
because as one l e c t u r e r  s a id ,  " s tudent s  know and respect  one 
another by then."
I t  was clear general ly  that lecturers  were reluctant to discuss 
the issue of racism and tended to be evasive about the problems
mentioned above.
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Involvement in other a c t i v i t i e s
As has a l ready  been mentioned, medical  students  at UND have a 
repu ta t ion  fo r  being s o c i a l l y  and p o l i t i c a l l y  in vo lved :  in 
student o r g a n i s a t i o n s ,  p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n i s a t i o n s  and community 
projects and organisat ions.  The medical students themselves run a 
t u t o r in g  scheme fo r  groups of  m a t r ic  students  on Saturday  
mornings and many are involved in community health projects.
By c o n t ra s t ,  E ng inee r in g  s tudents  at UND have a repu ta t ion  for  
being apo l i t ica l  i f  not p o l i t i c a l l y  conservative. Lecturers said 
that  t h e i r  s tudents  were "too busy" to get invo lved  w ith  
p o l i t i c s .  Th is  appears to be as i n d i c a t i v e  of  the l e c t u r e r s '  
v iew po in t s  as of  the s tu d e n t s ' .  Whether t h i s  a l s o  a p p l i e s  to 
b lack  Eng inee r in g  s tudent s  i s  unc lear.  I t  seems l i k e l y  that 
l i v i n g  at A l la n  T ay lo r  and being in c lo se  contact  w ith  medical 
students would make black Engineering students more l i k e  black 
Medical s tudents  than l i k e  white  Engineering students although 
they would have to suppress the ir  sentiments when on campus.
Attitudes of black students
Interviewees were asked about the atti tudes of black students in 
te rm s  o f  m o t i v a t i o n ,  e f f o r t ,  a t te n d a n c e  at t u t o r i a l s ,  
conscientiousness, quest ioning and pa s s iv i t y  vs a c t iv i t y .
Generally lecturers  in both facu lt ies  were loath to generalise, 
saying that individual  dif ferences were as varied amongst black
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s tudents  as amongst white  students.  More extreme v iew po in t s  
ranged from saying that black students were more motivated and 
put in more effort  because of the financial  s a c r i f i c e s  involved 
in being there, to saying that black medical students fended to 
r e s t  on t h e i r  l a u r e l s  because they thought that  g e t t i n g  in to  
medical school was enough.
There was consensus from lecturers  in both facu lt ie s  concerning 
quest ioning and pass iv i ty .
Medical school
Le c tu re r s  here sa id  that  in the e a r l y  years  A f r i c a n  s tudents  
p a r t icu la r ly  have d i f f i c u l t y  in questioning espec ia l ly  in framing 
questions in an in s ightfu l  way and tend to be very passive. This 
gradually  changes as students progress to the more senior  years.
Engi neeri ng
African students tend to be more passive (one lecturer  said that 
t h i s  extended to obsequ iousne ss )  and more r e lu c t a n t  to .ask 
questions in 1ectures but the feeling was that black students are 
j u s t  as prepared to approach l e c t u r e r s  p r i v a t e l y  as white  
students are.
Psychological problems which black students experience
Bearing in mind that psychological and social problems are seldom 
d ist ingu ishab le,  some psychological problems did emerge. Numbers
14
in the Engineering Faculty do not warrant genera l isat ion,  nor i s  
any s i n g l e  i n d i v i d u a l  s u f f i c i e n t l y  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  b l a c k  
Eng inee r in g  s tudents  as a group. Eng ineer ing  l e c t u r e r s  were 
consequent ly  r e lu c t a n t  to g e n e r a l i s e  on t h i s  quest ion .  What 
f o l l o w s  th e re fo re  p e r t a in s  mainly  to medical students although 
inferences can be made about other black students.
The most common psychological problem with which medical students 
p resent  i s  acute anx ie ty .  Symptoms are s l e e p le s s n e s s ,  lack  of 
concen t ra t ion  and i n a b i l i t y  to study. Students  are e i t he r  
referred to the Dept of Psychiatry or refer themselves, and often 
present the symptoms with l i t t l e  in s ight  into the ir  causes (as is  
often the case with any psychological problem.) The tendency is  
often fo r  s tudent s  to complain  of  phys ica l  symptoms l i k e  
headaches rather than perceived anxiety. According to 1 lecturer  
the more u rban ised  s tudent s  present as depressed and verbal ise  
the ir  experience as such.
The causes of  these  acute  anx ie ty  s ta te s  are regarded as being 
re a c t io n s  to extreme p re ssu re  from f a m i l y  and/or sponso rs  to 
achieve, f inancia l  pressures (bursaries are often in su f f ic ie n t  to 
cover l i v i n g  expenses adequate ly  and students  are sometimes 
l i t e r a l l y  m a lnou r i shed ) ,  compounded w ith  the s t r e s s  o f  being 
unable to cope w ith  the volume and q u a l i t y  of work expected at 
uni vers i ty.
One lecturer suggested that part of the pressure and anxiety of 
not coping is  due to students '  perception of themselves, based on
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school performance, as high achievers. When th i s  se lf -perception 
i s  challenged and shaken, a great deal of tension resu lts.  Stress 
in Afr ican students par t icu la r ly  i s  regarded as being caused by 
having to b a t t l e  a g a i n s t  " i n su p e ra b le  odds"  and by consc iou s  
f e e l i n g s  o f  inadequacy which A f r i c an  s tudents  experience when 
they compare themselves  w ith  t h e i r  f e l l o w  Ind ian  and Coloured 
s tudents  who have had r e l a t i v e l y  f a r  be tte r  access  to a decent 
school education. I t  was suggested  that  A f r i c a n  s tudents  are 
h igh ly  conscious of missed opportunities and consequently b it te r  
and stressed because of th i s .
The warden of Allan Taylor said that symptoms of not coping were: 
d r i n k i n g  to drown inadequac ies  e s p e c i a l l y  du r in g  the day and 
during the week, students staying in the ir  rooms in residence at 
awkward times when they c lea r ly  should have been at lectures,  and 
students being withdrawn from other students and from ac t iv i t ie s .
Social problems which black students experience
D r in k in g  appears to be the most common s o c ia l  problem. I t  was 
f e l t  by people in te rv iew ed  that d r i n k i n g  was a func t ion  of 
s t ress/anxiety  (anxiety states often lead to abuse of alcohol and 
dagga) as well  as being a s so c ia ted  w ith  the nature  of the 
res idence  f a c i l i t i e s .
Another problem behaviour i s  an t i - so c ia l ,  so-cal led ‘act ing out1 
behaviour.  A l l a n  T a y lo r  Residence has experienced a number of
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se r io u s  a s s a u l t  and rape cases  recent ly .  The cause of  t h i s  i s  
seen as being part ly  due to coping with freedom after  ove r - r ig id  
contro l  in the home and school s i t u a t i o n ,  but f a r  more as a 
resu lt  of the nature of the residence i t s e l f .
People interviewed general ly  and cons istent ly  cited Allan Taylor 
R e s i d e n c e  as a p rob lem  f o r  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s .  I t  hou se s  
approximately 500 students, 200 of whom are non-medical students, 
a lthough  i t  i s  on ly  meant to cater  fo r  450 at 2 s tudent s  to a 
room. Overcrowding i s  thus a ba s ic  problem with  up to 5 people 
per room (including v i s i t o r s  - see below). Each year the problem 
occurs  where too many s tudent s  a r r i v e  at the re s idence  d e sp i t e  
the fac t  that  i t  i s  intended as a res fo r  medical s tudents  and 
that students are told beforehand that they w i l l  only be housed 
i f  there is  su f f i c ie n t  space. Because of the chronic shortage of 
accommodation in  the tow nsh ip s ,  A l lan  Tay lo r  r e s id e n t s  have 
vo lun ta r i ly  reduced common-room space so that more students can 
be accommodated.
In ad d i t io n  to the overcrowd ing  by s tudents ,  there  i s  scant 
cont ro l  of  v i s i t o r s  who may end up s ta y in g  fo r  6 months. One 
le c t u r e r  est imated that  up to 1000 people are l i v i n g  at A l lan  
Taylor at any one time. Apart from the obvious disadvantages to 
s tudents  in terms of  p r i v a c y ,  n o i se  l e v e l s  and d i s t r a c t i o n  by 
non -s tudents ,  t h e f t s  are unable to be c o n t ro l l e d  and meal 
subsidies are affected.
A l lan  T ay lo r  has few s p o r t in g  and rec rea t ion  f a c i l i t i e s  or
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common-room areas and the res i s  isolated and quite unsuitable. 
I t  i s  f a r  from the c i t y  and other  forms of r e c re a t io n  and 
enterta inment,  and i s  s i t u a te d  in an unsafe  area o f  Wentworth 
r i f e  with gang warfare. Coupled with inadequate public transport 
and u n i v e r s i t y  t r a n s p o r t  which s tops  in the e a r l y  evening, 
students are confronted not on ly  w ith  a h i g h l y  u n s a t i s f a c t o r y  
social  l i f e  but are unable to make use of un ive rs i ty  f a c i l i t i e s  
in the even ings.  Th i s  has a detr im enta l  e f fe c t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  on 
senior Engineering students who are often required to spend time 
in the departments after  hours.
I t  i s  be l ieved  that  the a p p a l l i n g  c o n d i t io n s  at A l la n  Tay lo r  
compound the stresses  and problems facing black students.
Part icu la r  academic problems that black students experience
Eng ineeri ng
In the e n t i r e  Eng inee r in g  Facu l ty ,  Eng inee r in g  Design and 
Eng inee r in g  Drawing are the 2 sub jec t s  in which b lack  s tudents  
perform part icu la r ly  and cons is tent ly  badly. By contrast,  Drawing 
i s  cons ide red  to be one of  the e a s i e r  sub jec t s  by and fo r  white  
s tudents .  (The f a i l u r e  ra te  for  1st  year Maths i s  35% compared 
with 5% for 1st year Drawing.)
When quest ioned about p o s s i b l e  reasons for these problem areas 
the f o l l o w in g  comments emerged. Design requ i re s  conf idence  to 
develop the f i r s t  experimental solut ion even i f  i t  i s  rejected ar
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a l a t e r  stage. Lec tu re r s  suggest  that  b lack  s tudents  lack  the 
conf idence  to take the plunge and make the f i r s t  bold step of 
"go ing  f o r "  one approach and at l e a s t  t r y i n g  i t  out. Th i s  step 
a l so  req u i re s  that  the student takes a d e c i s i o n  and takes 
re sp on s ib i l i t y  for gett ing something wrong. The la te r  stages of 
Design* ie development and evaluation, do not present nearly as 
many problems for black students, i t  was felt.
In addition Design Evaluation requires oral presentation and the 
a b i l i t y  to respond v e r b a l l y  du r ing  the e va lua t ion  to quest ion s  
and c r i t i c a l  comments. Lack of confidence and fluency in spoken 
E n g l i s h  exacerbates  the problem of  lack  o f  conf idence  in the 
design choice i t s e l f .  Engineering students interviewed said that 
l e c t u r e r s  keep s topp in g  b lack  s tudents  during presentation and 
s a y in g ,  "Pardon," because they cannot understand what the 
students are saying. This becomes embarrassing and in h ib i t in g  for 
a l l  concerned.
Drawing req u i re s  the a b i l i t y  to v i s u a l i s e  and see t h in g s  from 
d i f f e r e n t  p e r spec t i ve s .  I t  was suggested  by a number of 
lecturers  that black students have d i f f i c u l t y  in t ran s la t ing  from 
3D to 2D.
Medical School
Lack of fluency in Eng l ish  leads to African students being afraid 
of  u s ing  and r e f e r r i n g  to textbooks.  As a r e s u l t ,  l e c t u r e s  have 
to introduce subjects and give standard basic requirements before 
students have the confidence to consult textbooks.
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A common effect of Engl ish  problems i s  an extremely high level of 
a n x ie t y  in  ora l  examinat ions .  Lec tu re r s  spend a great  deal of 
time and effort  in ensuring that questions have been understood 
and that  the second language problem i s  not the i s sue .  Lack of 
f luency  and conf idence  in E n g l i s h  i s  a c o n t r i b u t o r y  f a c to r  in 
reluctance to ask questions as students fear being misunderstood, 
inadequately heard or incorrect ly  pre-anpted.
Underlying reasons for underperformance of black students
Lecturers cons is tent ly  named poor basic education, pa r t icu la r ly  
in the f ie ld  of Engl ish, Maths and Science, as the chief cause of 
underperformance o f  b lack  s tudents.  Apart  from the content of 
courses the authoritar ian method of teaching discourages act ive 
part ic ipat ion  and questioning.
I t  was suggested that the home environment of most black students 
i s  also authoritar ian, thus compounding the school problem and 
r e s u l t i n g  in lack  of  conf idence  in d e c i s i o n -m a k in g  and lack  of 
development of c r i t i c a l  th inking.
One Medical School lecturer  suggested that part of the reason for 
underperformance is  that students believe that because they have 
got to Medical School they have "made i t "  and don't have to work, 
even though they may have been told that se lect ion c r i t e r ia  are 
d if ferent for the d if ferent race groups.
20
Eng inee r in g  l e c t u r e r s  suggested  that  the reasons  why b lack 
students "come apart" in Design and Drawing i s  that they are used 
to h a v in g  a r e c i p e  w i t h o u t  w h ich  they  canno t  cope. The 
a u t h o r i t a r i a n  and r o t e  methods  o f  t e a c h i n g  have c ru sh e d  
i n i t i a t i v e  and conf idence  in d e c i s i o n s  made, both c ru c ia l  in 
Engineering Design par t icu la r ly .
In addit ion i t  was stated that the non-technological environment, 
even of  b lack  urban d w e l l e r s ,  makes des ign  problems extremely  
d i f f i c u l t  fo r  b lack  s tudent s .  B lack  ch i ld re n  do not have the 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  to f a m i l i a r i s e  themselves  w ith  p rop e r t ie s  of 
m a te r i a l s  and to experiment w ith  the phys ica l  wor ld  and i t s  
components. This i s  thought to affect the a b i l i t y  of students to 
v i s u a l i s e  a de s ign ,  to t r a n s l a t e  from 3D to 2D and to view 
objects from d if ferent perspectives.
An i n t e r e s t i n g  po int  to note i s  that  white  female Eng inee r in g  
s tudents  are seen as e xpe r ienc in g  some of the same problems as 
b lack  Eng ineer in g  s tudents  though not to the same extent. The 
root causes are regarded as being s im i la r  but white females cope 
bette r  because t h e i r  s t r a i g h t  Sc ience  and Maths a b i l i t y  i s  on 
average higher.
Suggested remedies
Most lecturers  suggested that the remedies belong at the school 
and domestic environmental level. Apart from a general upgrading
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of  E n g l i s h ,  Maths and Sc ience  teach ing  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  there 
should  be a concen t ra t ion  on the a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  Maths,  Phys ic s  
and Chemistry and the ir  everyday bearing on technology. Just as 
crucial  i s  an encouragement of c r i t i c a l  and independent thinking 
at school leve l.
Engineering lecturers  suggested that at school children need to 
become more fam i l ia r  with tools  and materials  of construction and 
need to be a l lowed to experiment and be c r e a t i v e  r a the r  than 
mechanically doing handwork or woodwork.
Apart from these  s u g g e s t i o n s  le c t u re r s ,  e spec ia l ly  Engineering 
lecturers  appeared to have a rather helpless att itude towards the 
problems which b lack  s tudent s  experience. The im p re s s ion  was 
gained that  because numbers are s t i l l  r e l a t i v e l y  sm a l l ,  the 
problem can be evaded for  a l i t t l e  longer.
Medical  School l e c t u r e r s  on the other hand have no a l t e r n a t i v e  
but to conf ront  at l e a s t  some of  these problems and f ind  
s o l u t i o n s .  For example, Medical  School l e c t u r e r s  are to ld  to 
c o n s c i o u s l y  accommodate t h e i r  language to the leve l  of  the 
s tudent s ,  and probably  do t h i s  i n t u i t i v e l y  in response  to the 
majority of the ir  audience who are second language speakers.
This s im p l i f i ca t ion  of language is  not regarded as handicapping 
the students  in  any way, i t  being regarded as a c l a r i f y i n g  and 
d i s c ip l in in g  exercise for  lecturers  as well. Exam questions are
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exp l ic i t  so that students know exactly what is  required of them. 
I f  a quest ion  i s  at a l l  ambiguous due to l i n g u i s t i c  ra the r  than 
conceptual reasons,  the head o f  department w i l l  not a l low  i t .  
D u r i n g  o r a l  exams q u e s t i o n s  a re  asked  and pe rhap s  even 
reformulated to ensure that the question i s  understood.
According to interviews conducted and l imited resu lts  ava ilable,  
A f r i c an  medical  s tudent s  are r e l a t i v e l y  as d isadvantaged as 
African Engineering students.  Medical  School has however found 
certain so lut ions  due to force of numbers which the Engineering 
Faculty has not yet been forced to confront. I t  may be useful for 
Engineering Departments to consider these so lut ions.
For example, Medical School has overcome the stigma associated 
with academic support by incorporating study s k i l l s  and language 
and communication in to  t h e i r  f i r s t  year  course  on Community 
Health. To some extent language d i f f i c u l t i e s  have been overcome 
through conscious u t i l i s a t i o n  of simpler, schematic lectures in 
the junior years without s a c r i f i c i n g  content or qual ity .
By the ir  own admission, however, Medical School has s t i l l  a long 
way to go before overcoming the numerous problems besetting the ir  
s tudent s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e i r  A f r i c a n  students.  A few l e c t u r e r s  
mentioned that the best th ing  that  the p r iva te  se c to r  could do 
for black students was to provide residences that are c loser  to 
campus and prov ide  the much-needed p r ivacy ,  am en i t ie s  and 
f a c i l i t i e s  essential for  well-being and successful study.
23
How and whether the un ive r s i t y  can remedy language, confidence 
and c r i t i c a l  t h i n k in g  d e f i c i t s  remains a headache fo r  some, a 
confirmation of r a c i s t  conceptions for others and a non-issue for
the rest.
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